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(57) Abstract 

An automatic dispensing and recording system is disclosed 
for dispensing keys and beverages. The system comprises a vending 
unit (10) which supports the articles (30) and has a card reader (14) 
for receiving a credit card or token (16) to operate the vending unit. 
A computer (150-200) is coupled to the card reader for recording da- 
ta on the card presented to the card reader (14) to identify a user 
and for billing purposes. Upon detection of valid data on the card 
and upon detection of the article (30) by a detector (52) a door (24, 
106, 108) is opened to allow the article to be taken by a user. If valid 
information on the article is not read by the detector (52) the door 
(24, 106, 108) is not opened. A return facility comprising a door 
(130) which has a sensor (132) for detecting the article and which 
opens the door upon detection of the article is provided. The door 
(130) leads to a compartment (136) and after the door (130) is closed 
a further detector (144) detects the article in the secure environment 
and if detected opens a further door (142) to a flow the article to 
drop to a storage area (134). 
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AUTOMATIC DISPENSING AND RECORDING SYSTEM 

This invention relates to an automatic dispensing 
and recording system and has particular application in the 
rental car and hotel fields but also has application in 
other environments where any article is to be provided 
under some sort of security condition. 

Conventional methods of renting cars generally 
require the user to pre-book an automobile or to merely 
arrive at the rental car establishment. Regardless of 
whether the vehicle has been pre-booked or not it is 
usually necessary for the user to be attended to by office 
staff, provide various details and to then receive the key 
to the car allotted to that user. Similarly, in hotels it 
is normal for a guest to arrive at reception and to be 
checked in by hotel staff before being provided with a key 
to a room. 

The object of this invention is to provide a 
quicker method of enabling a user to gain access to an 
article such as keys for a rental car, hotel room etc. 

The invention may be said to reside in a 
dispensing and recording system for providing an article, 
said system comprising; 

storage means for storing a plurality of 

articles ; 

input means for receiving input of data relating 

to a user; 

means for releasing at least one of said article 
from the storage means to a dispensing station when valid 
data is inputted; 

detection means for detecting information on said 
at least one article and for supplying said information 
relating to said article for recording along with said data 
to provide a correlation between said user and said at 
least one article; 

means for enabling user access to said dispensing 
station to receive said at least one article after said 
detection means detects said information and the input of 
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valid data; and 

means for preventing user access to said article 
if the detection means is not able to detect said 
information or if said information is not available on said 
article so that said article is not dispensed to the user 
and for allowing a further article to be presented for 
dispensing to the user. 

The invention may be said to reside in a 
dispensing and recording system for providing an article, 
said system comprising; 

storage means for storing a plurality of 

articles; 

input means for receiving input of data relating 

to a user; 

meAns for releasing at least one of said article 
from the storage means to a dispensing station when valid 
data is inputted; 

detection means for detecting said at least one 
article and supplying information relating to said article 
for recording along with said data to provide a correlation 
between said user and said at least one article; 

means for enabling user access to said dispensing 
station to receive said at least one article after said 
detection means detects said information and the input of 
valid data; and 

open and closable access means for return of said 

article; 

detection means for detecting said article after 
insertion into said access means and after said access 
means has closed. 

Preferably, the input is by means of a credit 
card on which data relating to the user is recorded on a 
magnetic strip. 

Preferably, said storage means comprises a 
vending unit so that upon insertion of the credit card and 
recognition of valid data on the credit card, the vending 
means is actuated to dispense at least one of said articles 
to the dispensing station. 
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Preferably, the detection means is arranged at 
the dispensing station and reads information provided on 
said article so that the information and data can be stored 
to provide a record of the user which has obtained the 
article, said detection means providing a signal to enable 
a door to be opened to allow the user access to the 
dispensing station and therefore to the article when it has 
been dispensed from the vending unit. 

Preferably, the dispensing station includes 
further door so that in the event of information not being 
read or not being available on said article, said detection 
means actuates said further door to cause said article to 
drop to a secure secondary storage area and actuates said 
vending means to cause a further article to be delivered to 
the dispensing station. 

Preferably the credit card is read by a credit 
card reader which upon detection of valid data actuates the 
vending unit. 

In a second aspect the invention may be said to 
reside in a return system for allowing return of an 
article, said system comprising: 

storage means for storing a returned article; 

an openable and closable access means for 
providing access to said storage means; 

opening and closing means for closing said access 

means ; 

sensor means associated with said access means 
for causing said opening and closing means to open said 
access means when valid data is sensed by the sensor it^ans 
so that said article can be deposited in said storage 
means ; 

sensor means for detecting whether said article 
is in said storage means after said opening and closing 
means closes said access means to thereby ensure that said 
article has been safely deposited in said storage means. 

Preferably, said sensor means associated with the 
access means comprises a sensor for sensing said article 
when placed in front of said access means, said storage 
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means having an interior access means, and said sensor 
means for detecting an article in* the storage means 
comprises a second sensor so that when said article is 
deposited in the storage means and after the first access 
means is closed, the article can he detected by the second 
sensor which thereby opens the interior access means to 
allow the article to drop to a secure location in the 
storage means so that it cannot be accessed when further 
correct data is provided to said first sensor means to 
cause the first access means to open. 

Preferably, said said system includes recording 
means for recording return of said article. 

In a further aspect of the invention there is 
provided a dispensing and recording system for providing an 
article f said system comprising: 

storage means for storing a plurality of 

articles; 

input means for receiving input of data relating 

to a user; 

means for releasing at least one of said articles 
from the storage means to a dispensing station when valid 
data is inputted and for providing information relating to 
said article to be provided; and 

recording means for recording said information 
and said data to provide a correlation between the user and 
the article which has been dispensed. 

Preferably , the storage means comprises a hotel 
vending unit such as a mini -bar fridge and the input means 
comprises a token supplied by the hotel for gaining access 
to the mini-bar . 

Preferably, the token comprises the user's key 
for gaining access to the user's hotel room. 

Preferably/ the recording means comprises a 
computer f of recording details relating to the user and the 
article which has been dispensed for billing purposes . 

The preferred embodiment of the invention will be 
described, by way of example, with reference to the 
following drawings in which: 
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Figure 1 is a view of a ispensing unit embodying 
the invention; 

Figure 2 is a schematic view showing operation of 
the unit of figure 1; 

Figure 3 is a schematic view showing a number of 
units connected to a central processor; 

Figure 4 is a view of a third system embodying 
the invention; 

Figure 5 is a view along the line V-V of figure 

4; 

Figures 6 and 7 are views of a fourth embodiment 
of the invention; 

Figure 8 is a view of a second embodiment of the 

invention; 

Figure 9 shows a flow chart for rental procedure 
for prebooked vehicles; 

Figures 10 and 10A show a flow chart for rental 
procedure for vehicles which are not prebooked; 

Figures 11 and 11 B show a flow chart for key 
collection procedure for fleet or pool cars; 

Figure 12 shows a flow chart relating to fast key 
return procedure; and 

Figures 13 and 13A show a flow chart relating to 
key return procedure for fleet cars. 

With reference to figures 1 and 2, the system can 
be embodied in conventional container 10 similar to normal 
vending units which may or may not have a clear front panel 
to enable visual inspection of articles stored within the 
container. 

The preferred embodiment of the invention will be 
described with particular reference to the car rental field 
and the container 10 has a front panel 12 which is provided 
with a slot 14 for receiving a credit card 16. A keyboard 
panel or touch screen 18 can be provided to provide an 
indication of the size or nature of vehicle required by the 
user. A docket collect slot 20 is also provided for 
delivery of a receipt after a transaction has been 
completed . 
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The container 10 also has a dispensing station 22 
which is closed by a door 24 (see figure 2). 

Inside the container 10 a number of keys 30 are 
provided on a standard vending unit 40 which may comprise 
spiral wires 40 driven by motors 42. Each of the spiral 
wires includes a plurality of the keys 30 which relate to a 
particular size car. For example, the top spiral 40 can 
hold keys for large cars, the second spiral can hold keys 
for a medium car and the bottom spiral can hold keys for a 
small car. 

The dispensing station 22 includes a secondary 
door 50 arranged within the container 10. A detecting unit 
52 is provided at the station 22 and may be in the form of 
a laser reader for reading bar codes or any other type of 
device for reading information on a remote object. 

Each of the keys 30 is provided with a tag 31 
upon which information is recorded relating to the car 
associated with those keys. For example, car registration 
number and other other information which may be required 
such a$ type/of car, engine number etc. 

In order for a user to obtain a car, the user 
would preferably be previously provided with a credit card 
issued by the rental car company. Upon issue of the credit 
card, the user's licence details, address etc. are recorded 
in a central computer 200 and data relating to the user and 
in some instances licence details: etc. may be recorded on 
the credit card. The user therefore inserts the credit 
card 16 (shown in figure 1) into the slot 14 where it is 
read by a carrd reader to obtain the data relating to the 
user. Upon determination of valid data the computer will 
then cause a message to be displayed on screen 18 inviting 
the user to select one of the types of cars by touching the 
screen 18. For example, the user may choose to select a 
large car and will touch the part of the screen having the 
designation "large cars". Upon touching the screen 18 the 
motor 42 associated with the spiraL which holds keys for 
large cars will be activated to rotate the spiral to cause 
the front key 30 to be dispensed off the spiral and to drop 
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to the dispensing station 22. Once the key drops to the 
dispensing station 22 the tag 31 is read by the detector 52 
to provide the registration details relating to the car 
with which that key is associated. Upon a valid reading of 
that information the information is then forwarded to the 
central computer together with the data on the user's 
credit card so that the computer can store the details of 
the user and the vehicle which that user has rented by use 
of the system. After correct reading of the information on 
the tag 31 a signal is provided to door 24 to enable the 
door to open so that the user can remove the keys from the 
station 22 and merely locate the car and drive away. Thus, 
it is not necessary for the user to be attended to by staff 
at the rental establishment. 

If desired, the rental cars could be unattended 
and stored in a secure area so that after the credit card 
16 is used to gain access to a key, a separate signal is 
provided to automatic door controllers which gain access to 
the secure area so that the user can use his or her credit 
card in those door controllers to gain access to the area 
for a certain predetermined time (for example 30 minutes) 
after obtaining the keys. This will enable the user to 
gain access to the area by use of his credit card, locate 
the relevant car and drive away. 

Should the detector 52 not read the tag 31 due to 
damage of the tag 31 or removal of the tag 31 from the keys 
so that there is nothing to read, or should the information 
read be incorrect, the detector 52 will cause a secondary 
door 50 to open thereby causing the key 30 to drop to a 
secondary storage area 55 within the container 10. If this 
signal is provided then after the key 31 has been dropped 
to the secondary storage 55, the spiral wire is again 
activated by the motor 42 to cause a further key to drop to 
the dispensing area 22 for reading by the detector 52. If 
this key is properly read then the door 24 can be opened. 

The unit may include brakes 5 to soften key drop 
to the dispensing station 22 and slides 4 for guiding 
movement of the key when it is dropped off the spiral 40. 
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The screen 18 allows additional information to be 
inserted by the user if requested by the central computer 
via a message being displayed on the screen 18. 

The central computer 200 may be linked to the 
card reader associated with the slot 14 and the detection 
device 52 via hard wiring or any other suitable 
transmission means for allowing information to be 
transmitted from the container 10 to the computer* 

The system could also be programmed to enable use 
by any credit card, such as American Express card, Visa 
card or the like* In this embodiment, the credit card 
number would be used as identification of the user in 
accordance with normal credit card purchases and the client 
billed through the credit card service. In this 
embodiment, unless the user already has licence details and 
other information which the credit card company would 
require recorded with the credit company, the user could 
insert that information by means of the keyboard 18. 

When the user has finished with the rental car, 
the user need only return the keys to the rental car 
establishment and they could be read either automatically 
by a detector or by office staff so that the tag 31 is read 
to show that the car has been returned. 

Alternatively, the door 24 could be provided with 
a detector 25 on its rear surface which is able to detect 
the keys when the keys are held in front of the door 24. 
When a key is detected the door 24 can be opened to enable 
keys to be located on the door 50 whereupon the door 24 
will close. After closing of the door 24 if the keys are 
detected by the detector 52 thereby indicating that the 
keys are securely within the container 10, the door 50 can 
open to enable the keys to drop into the storage area 55. 
The computer 200 having recorded return of the keys can 
then print a receipt docket acknowledging return of the 
keys and transmit a message indicative of return of the 
keys to a central processor for billing purposes . 

Figure 3 shows a number of units 10 connected to 
a central processor 200. 
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Whilst the preferred embodiment of the invention 
has been described with reference to rental car 
establishments, the system could be used in hotels to 
enable hotel room keys to be automatically dispensed by use 
of a personal credit card or a credit card provided by a 
hotel chain. Furthermore, other articles such as video 
cassettes or the like could be dispensed with the unit to 
enable automatic dispensing and recording of the video 
cassette in association with the user who rents the item. 

With reference to figures 4 and 5 which show a 
third embodiment of the invention, the container 10 
includes two carousels 100 each of which has a plurality of 
compartments 102 for storing articles such as car keys. 
The carousels 100 are driven by separate stepper motors 104 
for rotating the carousels to bring a desired compartment 
102 into proximity to respective doors 106 and 108 which 
close openings 109 and 111 in the front face of the 
container 10. The stepper motors 104 may be provided with 
a locking clutch arrangement 105 for locking the stepping 
motor in a desired position after it has been indexed a 
certain amount to ensure that the carousels 100 cannot be 
rotated by hand when the doors 106 and 108 are opened. 
Locking may be performed by a pin (not shown) which is 
located into one of the plurality of openings 107 in the 
stepper motor to prevent further indexing of the stepper 
motor until the pin is withdrawn. 

Door openers 113 and 115 are coupled to the doors 
106 and 108 to selectively open and close the doors under 
the control of computer 150. 

The front face of the container 10 has a keyboard 
18 and a credit card reader 14. m this embodiment of the 
invention the container 10 also includes a video monitc 
108 and a video camera 110. The video monitor 108 is 
adapted to display information relating to the system as 
well as advertising material and other information which 
may be of interest to a user. The video camera 110 is 
designed to monitor the environment of the system and in 
particular people who are using the system to obtain a 
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visual record of those people. 

The carousels 100 are loaded with car keys having 
an identifying tag upon them and the compartment 102 
associated with each key is recorded in computer 150 
associated with the units or in the central computer 200 
which communicates with the computer 150 in the units. 

In order to use the system a customer may 
pre-book a specific vehicle and the keys associated with 
that vehicle are assigned to the customer ID card or credit 
card prior to the customer arrival at the system. Thus, 
the computer contains a memory of the compartment 102 in 
which those keys are located and assigns those keys to the 
particular us er . 

When the customer arrives at the unit he or she 
inserts a credit card or personal ID card into the card 
reader 14 and, if desired, types in a pin number for added 
security into the keyboard 18. When the data on the credit 
card and pin match that stored in the computer 150/200 the 
computer searches its memory for the car keys assigned to 
that data and cause the stepper motor 104 to index the 
carousel 18 until the relevant compartment is presented to 
the door 106 or 108 as the case may be. At this time the 
identifying tag on the keys is read by the reader 52 and 
when the correct data is read on the key tag the computer 
causes the door 106 or 108 to open so that the user has 
access to the compartment 102 which contains those keys. 
The user may then remove the keys and the door 106 or 108 
will close again securing the unit. 

The system may also include a docket printer 120 
which can print a docket for the customer giving time and 
date of rental in the case of car rental, location of 
rental unit, the renter's name or ID, car registration 
number, other details of the car such a model, type, colour 
etc., duration of rental and cost of rental etc. 

In an alternative embodiment of the invention 
instead of assigning particular car to the renter the 
system may only assign a specific range of cars that the 
customer is authbrized to rent. For example, only low 
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powered medium cars or the like. The procedure is the same 
as that described above except that instead of immediately 
indexing the carousel to bring the keys to the door 106 or 
108 , the system first displays information relating to the 
first car identified in its store which belong to the 
specific range on monitor 108. The user has the option of 
selecting that car by a particular input into the keyboard 
18 or rejecting that car. If the car is selected the 
carousel 100 is indexed by the stepper motor 104 to bring 
the keys to the door 106 or 108. If the car is rejected the 
next car in that specified range is displayed and so on 
until the customer makes his or her choice. 

Once again, the door 106 or 108 will only open if 
the reader 52 actually detects the keys being available in 
the front of the door when the stepper motor indexes the 
carousel and identifies the data on those keys as belonging 
to the particular car selected by the user. 

Figure 9 shows a flow chart showing the procedure 
for prebooked vehicles as described above. 

Figures 10 and 10A show a flow chart for the 
procedure if a vehicle is not pre-assigned. 

If a vehicle is not assigned to the customer the 
customer merely approaches the unit and inserts his credit 
card into the reader 14 and enters his pin number into the 
keyboard 18. The customer may then make a selection on the 
keyboard under instructions from information on the video 
monitor 108 to select a particular type of car such as a 
luxury case, large car, medium car, etc. The customer may 
then key in the number of days he wishes to rent the car 
and the computer searches its storage for the first 
available car belonging to the selected group of cars and 
the car description is displayed on the monitor 108. The 
user can reject the car or select the car in the manner 
described above and if the car is selected, the stepper 
motor 104 indexes the carousel 100 to present the correct 
keys to the door 106 or 108. Once again, the card reader 
52 reads the tag associated with the keys and only opens 
the door if the correct information is read on the keys as 
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associated to the car selected by the user. 

If the user goes through all vehicle in that 
range without selecting one the system will be set to an 
idle state and the user will again be required to insert 
his credit card to commence use of the system. A rental is 
not recorded against the customer' until the keys are 
presented to the door 106 or 108 and taken from the 
carousel compartment 102. 

The docket printer 120 may also print a docket 
containing the above identified information for the renter. 

The information read from the user's credit card 
into the card reader 14 and the details of the car renter 
by the user are transmitted to the computer for storage in 
the computet for facilitate billing and recordal of the 
rental of the car. 

In order to return the keys two modes are 
available depending on whether the system is used in a car 
rental situation or whether the car is merely in a car pool 
for random use by a number of user's. 

In order to return the keys the user inserts his 
or her credit card into the reader 14 and depresses an 
appropriate button on the keyboard to indicate that keys 
are being returned. In the return mode, the computer 150 
will select an empty compartment 102 of one of the 
carousels 100 and will index the carousel 100 so that the 
empty compartment 102 is presented to the door 106 or 108. 
The computer then opens the door 106 or 108 so that the 
keys can be placed in the empty compartment 102. The door 
106 or 108 then closes and the system identified the key. 
The data on the key is associated with the information 
recorded when the car was taken out by the user and if the 
information sensed on the key matches that on the key given 
by the user the system records the time and date of return. 

The data relating to the key together with the 
compartment 102 into which the key is located is recorded 
in the computer memory so that the location in the carousel 
100 of that key is known. Thus, the position of the key in 
the carousel is known so the key can be dispensed when 
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required for reuse. 

If the returned key cannot be identified because 
it is not a correct key or the tag is faulty or the like, 
the key is either returned to the user by opening the door 
or is stored in the container 10 and is not dispensed until 
a service operator collects it for test. This may be 
achieved by merely recording in the computer that an 
attempt to return an article has been made but not 
successfully to a particular compartment in the carousel 
100. Since the compartment 102 can be recorded in the 
computer's memory the carousel can be indexed when required 
by a service man to present that compartment to the door 
106 or 108 so the contents of the compartment can be 
inspected to determine if the key is faulty or if nothing 
was returned or if an incorrect article was located in the 
compartment . 

In some embodiments the system can be programmed 
to request other details from the user before accepting the 
key such as the distance the vehicle has travelled, purpose 
of trip, destination etc. and the like. When the key is 
returned, the docket printer 120 may print a docket 
indicating time of return and identifying the key returned 
so as to provide physical proof of return of the key for 
the renter. 

The information on the key is immediately 
transmitted to a computer so that return of the key is 
recorded in the computer. 

If the vehicle is merely in a pool of cars which 
are to be used by any user, the key is made immediately 
reusable by another user upon presenting a correct II :>r 
credit card to the card reader 14. Figures 11 and 11A show 
a flow chart for key collection in a car pool or fleet 
situation. Figures 13 and 13A show a flow chart relating 
to the return of keys in a fleet situation. If the system 
is being used by a car rental company the key can be placed 
into a non-active mode where it cannot be accessed by 
another user until the vehicle has been inspected, serviced 
and refilled with petrol. After this has occurred the key 
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can then be made available so that the vehicle can be 
rented by another customer . 

In order to service the vehicle and refill it 
with petrol the rental company has the option of sending a 
service person to the unit to collect the key by inserting 
a special command into the key panel 18 so that the key is 
presented to the service person to enable the car to be 
driven to a service area and refilled with petrol. 
Alternatively/ a separate set of keys may be retained by 
the rental company so that it is not necessary to access 
the unit 10 and from a remote location a service person can 
merely collect the car using the extra key and drive it to 
the service area. 

The system shown in figures 4 and 5 may also 
include ah express key return door 130 which can allow keys 
to be reintroduced into the system and stored in a secure 
location where they cannot be reissued until they are 
collected by a service person and after the vehicle 
associated with the keys is inspected and serviced etc. and 
then the keys are returned to the carousel 100. 

The express return system will be described in 
more details with reference to figures 6 and 7 and the flow 
chart of figure 12 which show an embodiment which is only 
intended for return of articles such as car keys but not 
for dispensing the article to a user. The system shown in 
figures 6 and 7 can be included in the embodiments shown in 
figures 4 and 5 to provide express return via the door 130 
as well as into the carousels 100 as previously described. 

In the embodiments of figures 5 and 6 the return 
system comprises a container 10 which provides a secure 
storage area for the articles such as car keys. The 
container 10 has a front face which includes a monitor 108 
a docket printer 120 an express return door 130 and a 
service doo± 140. The front face may also include a print 
button 125. 

The door 130 is provided with a sensor 132. 
The container 10 also has a key tray 134 and a 
compartment generally designated by reference 136. The 




PCT/AU91/0Q294 



; SUBSTITUTE SHEET 



WO 92/01273 



PCT/AU91/00294 



- 15 

compartment 136 can be accessed by the door 130 and a 
second internal door 142 separates the compartment 136 from 
the key tray 134. The door 142 also includes a sensor 144 
which is similar to the sensor 132. 

The computer 150 controls the doors 130 and 144 
as well as the sensors 132 and 144. 

In order to return a key the user merely locates 
the key in front of the door 130 where the tag on the key 
or other data associated with the key can be sensed by the 
sensor 132. When the sensor 132 detects valid data 
relating to a key the computer 150 causes door lock 152 to 
open the door 130 so that the keys can be placed in the 
compartment 136. The door 144 is closed thereby separating 
the compartment 136 from the key tray 134. The user 
returns the keys into the compartment 136 and after a 
predetermined time period the door 130 is closed by the 
door lock 152. After the door 130 is closed the sensor 144 
detects the keys in the compartment 136 and if correct data 
relating to keys is detected information relating to return 
of the keys is stored in the computer and the door lock 152 
causes the door 144 to open thereby allowing the keys to 
pass into the key tray 144. The door 144 is then again 
closed to separate the compartment 136 from the key tray 
134. 

If after the door 132 is closed the sensor 144 
does not record any article then return of the keys has not 
been successfully made and the computer 150 will not 
indicate any return of the article. Thus, by ensuring that 
the second sensor 144. detects the article after the door 
132 is closed means that the article such as the keys is 
detected after being securely retained within the container 
10 to ensure that the article has actually been returned 
and not merely slipped into the compartment 136 then 
quickly withdrawn before the door 132 closes. Thus, 
definite return of the article is assured as is recordal of 
the returned article in the computer 150. The computer 150 
is coupled to a central computer (not shown) for 
downloading of data etc. 
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If desired, the user may press the print button 
to obtain a docket indicating that the article had been 
returned and which identifies the article returned and the 
time and place etc. 

This embodiment of the invention may be used with 
articles other than cars such as cash bags which have an 
identification device attached to them so that the device 
may act as a nightsafe or other storage location for cash 
containers or the like* 

Once again in this embodiment of the invention 
the video monitor 108 may display messages advising a user 
how to return keys by simply locating them in front of the 
door 130 and may also display advertising material and 
other information- useful to a user can be provided by a 
video player 109. 

In a further embodiment of the invention shown in 
figure 8, a vending unit such as a hotel mini-bar fridge 70 
is shown which includes a plurality of shelves or other 
storage areas 72 for displaying articles to be dispensed. 
The articles can be alcoholic beverages , non-alcoholic 
beverages or other articles one would expect to find in a 
hotel mini -bar refrigerator. The refrigerator 70 includes 
an access slot 74 for receiving a token which carries data 
relating to the user. In this embodiment of the invention 
the token is preferably the hotel key provided by the 
hotel . The hotel key is preferably in the form of a 
magnetic key or card and the access slot 74 leads to a 
magnetic reader for reading data on the key or card. 

The refrigerator 70 is connected to a computer 80 
which is preferably located in the reception area of the 
hotel. When a valid key or card is entered into the slot 
74 and read by the reader in the refrigerator 70, the 
computer 80 outputs a signal to enable a motor drive (not 
shown) or other device to activate one of the storage 
shelves 72 to enable an article to be dispensed. The 
particular shelf 72 which is activated depends on the 
appropriate button of the buttons 76 selected by the user 
to cause one of the articles on the appropriate shelf 72 to 
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be dispensed to an outlet opening (not shown) in the 
refrigerator 70. The mechanism for dispensing articles is 
common in vending machines and therefore will not be 
described herein in further detail. 

Information relating to the shelf 72 which has 
been activated and therefore the article which has been 
dispensed is also provided to the computer 80 so that that 
information together with the data relating to the user 
read from the user's key or card is stored in the computer 
for billing purposes. Thus, the computer records an 
indication of the article which has been dispensed and the 
user which has obtained that article so that an appropriate 
item can be added to the user's hotel bill. 

Other vending devices in the hotel could also be 
connected to the computer 80 and be accessed by a hotel 
guest's key or card so that information relating to t: 
user and the article dispensed is also stored in the 
computer for billing purposes. 

In this embodiment it would also be possible to 
use a conventional credit card so that items can be 
purchased via the credit card and billed to a user in a 
normal manner for credit card use by the establishment 
providing the credit card facility rather than by the hotel 
itself . 

In this embodiment of the invention, the 
information relating to the articles dispensed can also be 
used for stock-keeping to determine when a minx-bar 
refrigerator is empty and requires refilling. 

Since modifications within the spirit and scope 
of the invention may readily be effected by persons skilled 
within the art, it is to be understood that this invention 
is not limited to the particular embodiment described by 
way of example hereinabove. 



SUBSTITUTE SHEET 

1 



WO 92/01273 



PCT/AU91/00294 



- 18 

THE CLAIMS DEFINING THE INVENTION ARE AS FOLLOWS: 

1. A dispensing and recording system for providing 

an article, said system comprising; 

storage means for storing a plurality of 

articles; 

input means for receiving input of data relating 

to a user; 

means for releasing at least one of said article 
from the storage means to a dispensing station when valid 
data is inputted; 

detection means for detecting information on said 
at least one article and for supplying said information 
relating to said article for recording along with said data 
to provide a correlation between said user and said at 
least one article; 

means for enabling user access to said dispensing 
station to receive said at least one article after said 
detection means detects said information and the input of 
valid data; and 

means for preventing user access to said article 
if the detection means is not able to detect said 
information or if said information is not available on said 
article so that said article is not dispensed to the user 
and for allowing a further article to be presented for 
dispensing to the user. 

2 V A dispensing and recording system for providing 

an article , said system comprising; 

storage means for storing a plurality of 

articles; 

input means for receiving input of data relating 

to a user; 

means for releasing at least one of said article 
from the storage means to a dispensing station when valid 
data is inputted; 

detection means for detecting said at least one 
article and supplying information relating to said article 
for recording along with said data to provide a correlation 
between said user and said at least one article; 
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means for enabling user access to said dispensing 
station to receive said at least one article after said 
detection means detects said information and the input of 
valid data; and 

open and closable access means for return of said 

article; 

detection means for detecting said article after 
insertion into said access means and after said access 
means has closed. 

3. The system of claim 1 or claim 2 wherein the 

input is by means of a credit card on which data relating 
to the user is recorded on a magnetic strip. 
*• The system of claim 1 or claim 2 wherein said 

storage means comprises a vending unit so that upon 
insertion of the credit card and recognition of valid data 
on the credit card, the vending means is actuated to 
dispense at least one of said articles to the dispensing 
station. 

5- The system of claim 1 or claim 2 wherein the 
detection means is arranged at the dispensing station and 
reads information provided on said article so that the 
information and data can be stored to provide a record of 
the user which has obtained the article, said detection 
means being for providing a signal to enable a door to be 
opened to allow the user access to the dispensing station 
and therefore to the article when it has been dispensed 
from the vending unit. 

6 - ^e system of claim 5 wherein the dispensing 
station includes a further door so that in the event of 
information not being read or not being available on said 
article, said detection means actuates said further door to 
cause said article to drop to a secure secondary storage 
area and actuates said vending means to cause a further 
article to be' delivered to the dispensing station. 

7. The system of claim 1 or claim 2 wherein the 

credit card is read by a credit card reader which upon 
detection of valid data actuates the vending unit. 
8 - A return system for allowing return of an 
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article > said system comprising: 

storage means for storing a returned article? 

an openable and closable access means for 
providing access to said storage means; 

opening and closing means for closing said access 

means ; 

sensor means associated with said access means 
for causing said opening and closing means to open said 
access means when valid data is sensed by the sensor means 
so that said article can be deposited in said storage 
means; 

sensor means for detecting whether said article 
is in said storage means after said opening and closing 
means closes said access means to thereby ensure that said 
article has been safely deposited in said storage means. 

9. The system of claim 8 wherein said sensor means 
associated with the access means comprises a sensor for 
sensing said article when placed in front of said access 
means, said storage means having an interior access means, 
and said sensor means for detecting an article in the 
storage means comprises a second sensor so that when said 
article is deposited in the storage means and after the 
first access means is closed, the article can be detected 
by the second sensor which thereby opens the interior 
access means to allow the article to drop to a secure 
location in the storage means so that it cannot be accessed 
when further correct data is provided to said first sensor 
means to cause the first access means to open. 

10. The system of claim 8 or claim 9 wherein said 
system includes recording means for recording return of 
said article. 

11. A dispensing and recording system for providing 
an article, said system comprising: 

storage means for storing a plurality of 

articles; 

input means for receiving input of data relating 

to a user; 

means for releasing at least one of said articles 
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from the storage means to a dispensing station when valid 
data is inputted and for providing information relating to 
said article to be provided; and 

recording means for recording said information 
and said data to provide a correlation between the user and 
the article which has been dispensed. 

12. The system of claim 11 wherein the storage means 
comprises a hotel vending unit such as a mini -bar fridge 
and the input means comprises a token supplied by the hotel 
for gaining access to the mini -bar. 

13. The system of claim 11 wherein the token 
comprises the user's key for gaining access to the user's 
hotel room. 

14. The system of claim 11 wherein the recording 
means comprises a computer for recording details relating 
to the user and the article which has been dispensed for 
billing purposes. 
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